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RETIRED UQ MICROBIOLOGIST JOHN WOOLCOCK TELLS 
HOW A VISIT TO THE ‘PLAGUE VILLAGE’ OF EYAM IN 
DERBYSHIRE, ENGLAND LED HIM TO A NINETEENTH-
CENTURY BOOK IN THE FRYER LIBRARY, THE HISTORY 
AND ANTIQUITIES OF EYAM (1842). THIS SPARKED HIS 
PROFESSIONAL INTEREST IN THE STORY THAT UNFOLDED.
Above: 
Background: The little 
village of Eyam, North 
Derbyshire, UK today.
Photo courtesy of John 
Woolcock.
Foreground: The 
publication held in 
Fryer which gives a 
detailed account of the 
plague in the village
The AA illustrated guide to Britain tells us that Eyam in north Derbyshire 
has a sad historical importance; the 
village was devastated in 1665-6, a box 
of infected clothes brought the Plague 
there. Under the leadership of their 
rector, William Mompesson, the villagers 
cut themselves off from the world to 
stop the disease spreading. Five out of 
every six inhabitants died. The courage 
of Mompesson and his parishioners is 
commemorated every year by an open-air 
service held on the last Sunday in August. 
A number of plague houses survive.1
One can still see the houses from the plague 
years and visit the church with the register of 
burials, including that of the rector’s wife. One 
could not but be moved, indeed overwhelmed, by 
imagining the circumstances in the village nearly 
350 years previously – the community decision 
to quarantine themselves, the placement of the 
‘cordon sanitaire’, the arrangement for delivery 
and payment of food supplies, the conduct of 
church services in the open-air, the disposal of 
the bodies. These were some of the responses 
in trying to deal with the plague, an infectious 
condition with an unknown cause. (It should be 
OPUFEUIBUUIFåSTUUJNFUIBUBNJDSPPSHBOJTNXBT
TIPXOUPDBVTFBTQFDJåDJOGFDUJPVTEJTFBTFXBT
not until more than 200 years after this outbreak 
in Eyam).
With my professional appetite whetted by a brief 
visit to Eyam in 2007 , I returned home determined 
to learn more about this remarkable village, its 
rector and the disease which had decimated its 
inhabitants. A search of the UQ library catalogue 
led me to the Fryer Library which held a book 
from the late Archbishop Hale’s collection – The 
history and antiquities of Eyam: with a full and 
particular account of the Great Plague, which 
desolated that village AD 1666, by William Wood, 
published in 1842. A recently published book on 
the same subject commented that Wood’s book 
‘is noteworthy because he included a detailed 
account of the plague based on the oral tradition, 
but he tended to be carried away by Victorian 
romanticism, and is not always accurate’.2 Wood’s 
Victorian romanticism carried me away too – I 
could not put the book down. 
Wood’s account of Eyam has been followed by 
other ones. As a teacher and story-teller at UQ for 
twenty-nine years, I read this account of the 
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Above: Eyam’s St 
Lawrence’s Church 
which holds the 
register of deaths 
where the rector’s 
wife Catherine 
Mompesson’s name 
is recorded. Photo 
courtesy of John 
Woolcock.
Eyam plague with an overwhelming feeling that a 
new story I could tell was coming on. Others have 
been similarly moved by the story of Eyam, the 
most recent being Geraldine Brooks who wrote 
Year of wonders; a novel of the plague.3  
A summary of this book reads:
This gripping historical novel is based 
on the true story of Eyam, the ‘Plague 
Village’, in the rugged mountain spine of 
England. In 1666, a tainted bolt of cloth 
from London carries bubonic infection to 
this isolated settlement of shepherds and 
lead miners. A visionary young preacher 
convinces the villagers to seal themselves 
off in a deadly quarantine to prevent the 
spread of disease.4
*UTIPVMECFOPUFEUIBUUIJTOPWFMåSTUQVCMJTIFE
JOJEFOUJåFTUIFQMBHVFBTCVCPOJDQMBHVF
that is, a bacterial infection caused by the organism 
named Yersinia pestis which was discovered in 
4PNFåGUZZFBSTQSJPSUPUIJTEJTDPWFSZ
William Wood wrote this about the plague:
#VUUIFNPTUHFOFSBMMZQSFTVNFEFGåDJFOU
cause of contagious diseases, is a change 
in the proportions of the constituents 
of the atmosphere, affecting various 
constituents. Infection and contagion have 
their origin in animalculae; and, therefore, 
their infancy, maturity, and decline. The 
bubo of the plague is full of them.5
A current website on the plague is unequivocal 
about the cause: 
Most historians now accept that the Black 
Death (the ‘bubonic plague’) arrived in 
Eyam when infected cloth was delivered to 
the house of the village tailor … the cloth 
XBTJOGFTUFEXJUIUIFSBUæFBTOPXLOPXO
to be responsible for the spread of the 
disease.6 
But accepted versions of history are not always 
accurate, and the account of the plague in Eyam 
needs further scrutiny.
Each infectious agent is different. Each behaves in 
a peculiar way. In particular they differ in the way 
they spread and cause disease. Understanding 
infectious disease is understanding microbial 
behaviour. So, as I read William Wood’s lay 
and second-hand accounts of ante-mortem 
symptoms and patterns of spread of the infection 
within the village, I had a growing disquiet about 
the disease at the centre of the tale. Perhaps this 
was not bubonic plague after all. 
A second opportunity to visit the UK in 2009 
brought me to the Eyam Museum, 1998-99 
winner of the Shoestring Award for the museum 
achieving the best results with limited resources, 
and found it a worthy award winner. The emphasis 
of the exhibits was on the life and people of this 
quarantined village amidst the devastation taking 
place there. The nature of the infectious agent was 
of minor importance and what microbiology was 
highlighted repeated the assertion that the plague 
XBTDBVTFECZUIFSBUæFBCPSOFCBDUFSJVN
Y.pestis. Only the last exhibit made reference to 
recent studies in Berkeley, USA, where particular 
genetic mutations were linked to susceptibility to 
certain viral infections. The possibility of the plague 
being a viral haemorrhagic disease was raised, 
and several references given.
One of these references was a book The biology 
of plagues7 which, on returning home, I found 
in the Biological Sciences Library at UQ. Herein 
lay the explanation for my disquiet because one 
of the authors, a historical demographer using 
mathematical modelling, had looked at the 
epidemiology (study of incidence and distribution 
of disease) of outbreaks of plague in numerous 
places, including Eyam. The authors concluded 
that ‘of all the known infectious diseases, 
bubonic plague with its complex biology is the 
most unlikely candidate for the relatively simple 
epidemiology of the Black Death’.8 For Eyam their 
judgement was unambiguous: ‘it is a biological 
impossibility that Y.pestis was the causative 
agent’.9
Did this microbiological revelation dampen my 
enthusiasm for William Wood’s book? Not at all, 
for what moved me was not the agent of the 
Great Plague but rather the villagers’ response to 
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this most devastating disease. Perhaps the most 
moving part of the book for me was the letter 
which the young rector, William Mompesson, 
wrote to his two children who had been sent 
away to live with friends following declaration of 
the quarantine. In the month of August 1666, 
there were only three days when no deaths were 
recorded in the village, but seventy-eight deaths 
occurred on the other twenty-eight days. The 
Hancock family lost two children on 3 August, the 
husband and two sons on 7 August, a daughter 
on 9 August and another daughter on 10 August. 
Only the wife survived and she buried them all. 
Later in the month Catherine Mompesson died 
and this is part of her husband’s letter informing 
George and Elizabeth of their mother’s death.
Dear Hearts, This brings you the doleful 
news of your dear mother’s death – the 
greatest loss which ever befel you! I am not 
only deprived of a kind and loving consort, 
but you also are bereaved of the most 
indulgent mother that ever dear children 
had. We must comfort ourselves in God 
with this consideration, that the loss is only 
ours, and that what is our sorrow is her 
gain. The consideration of her joys, which 
I do assure myself are unutterable, should 
refresh our drooping spirits.
My children, I think it may be useful to you 
to have a narrative of your dear mother’s 
virtues, that the knowledge thereof 
may teach you to imitate her excellent 
qualities…
A little before she died, she asked me 
to pray with her again. I asked her how 
she did? The answer was, that she was 
looking when the good hour should come. 
Thereupon I prayed, and she made her 
responses from the Common Prayer 
Book, as perfectly as in her health, and an 
‘Amen’ to every pathetic expression. When 
we ended the prayers for the sick, we 
used those from the Whole Duty of Man! 
And when I heard her say nothing, I said 
‘My dear, dost thou mind?’ She answered 
‘Yes’, and it was the last word she spoke.
My dear babes, the reading of this 
account will cause a salt tear to spring 
from your eyes; yet let this comfort you – 
your mother is a saint in heaven.10
On my visits to Eyam I saw Catherine 
Mompesson’s name in the Register of Deaths held 
in the church. I visited Mompesson’s Well where 
supplies were left for collection by the villagers, 
and money for payment, left in vessels containing 
vinegar to disinfect it. I also saw the open area 
where church services were conducted during 
the quarantine period, and houses of families 
where most of the inhabitants died and in whose 
backyards they were buried.
As I walked around the village and up the hill to 
Mompesson’s Well I did feel something of what 
William Wood exhorted of his readers:
-FUBMMXIPUSFBEUIFHSFFOåFMETPG&ZBN
remember, with feelings of awe and 
veneration, that beneath their feet repose 
the ashes of those moral heroes, who with 
a sublime, heroic, and an unparalleled 
resolution gave up their lives, – yea! 
doomed themselves to pestilential death, 
to save the surrounding country …. Their 
NBHOBOJNPVTTFMGTBDSJåDFJODPOåOJOH
themselves within a proscribed boundary 
during the terrible pestilence, is unequalled 
in the annals of the world …. How exalted, 
the sense of duty …. Tread softly, then, on 
UIFåFMETXIFSFUIFJSBTIFTBSFMBJE 11
Above: Left to right 
Looking down on the 
village of Eyam on the 
way to Mompesson’s 
Well, Eyam Museum, 
the Plague cottages in 
Eyam
Photos courtesy John 
Woolcock
Above:
William Mompesson, 
Anglican Rector at 
Eyam who oversaw 
the quarantining of the 
village in 1665-66
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